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The previous fixed effects analyses potentially provide meaningful external validity 
through the inclusion of a relatively broad geographic sample of schools, but their internal 
validity may be compromised if students attending charter schools in a given year differ 
from those who do not in ways that are not fully captured by the fixed effects models. In 
contrast, the lottery-based studies potentially provide strong internal validity by comparing 








We use the "lotteried- out" students as a control group for the "lotteried-in" students 
because randomization makes the groups similar on unobservable characteristics, such as 
motivation, as well as on observable traits, such as race and prior achievement. We 
estimate both the effect of attending charter schools (the treatment-on-the-treated effect) 
and the effect of being offered the chance to attend a charter school (the intent-to-treat 
effect). We show that, compared to their lotteried-out fellow applicants, students who apply 
to and attend charter schools starting in the elementary grades score about six national 
percentile rank points higher in both math and reading. These effects are for students who 















On balance, our lottery-based findings provide strong evidence that the charter model has 
generated substantial test score gains in high-demand Charter Schools with complete 
records. On the other hand, these results should not be interpreted as showing that Boston 





We found that, on average, the charter schools in the study had an insignificant or 
negative impact on student achievement in reading and math. Impacts generally did not 
vary across subgroups defined by students’ race, or gender. However, impacts were 
insignificant or positive for more disadvantaged students and negative for more 
advantaged students, and this same pattern persisted across groups defined by baseline 
test scores. There was also considerable variation in impacts across schools. Those in 
urban areas or serving more disadvantaged populations had more positive (or less 




























The overall tenor of our results is that charter schools are in some cases 
outperforming traditional public schools in terms of students’ reading and math 
achievement, and in other cases performing similarly or worse. There are several 
important cases of grade spans in which charter schools are outperforming or performing 
about as well as traditional public schools. Elementary school math and reading, middle 
school math and, only if we include the KIPP school estimates, middle school reading all 
exhibit this pattern of students performing better at charter schools than at traditional public 
schools. At the high school level, there is no overall significant effect of charter schools, 
but there is considerable heterogeneity, suggesting that in some locations charter high 







The group portrait shows wide variation in performance. The study reveals that 
a decent fraction of charter schools, 17 percent, provide superior education 
opportunities for their students. Nearly half of the charter schools nationwide have 
results that are no different from the local public school options and over a third, 37 
percent, deliver learning results that are significantly worse than their student would 
have realized had they remained in traditional public schools. These findings underlie 
the parallel findings of significant state-by-state differences in charter school 
performance and in the national aggregate performance of charter schools. The policy 
challenge is how to deal constructively with varying levels of performance today and 
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into the future. 
Using the more sophisticated meta‐analysis technique, the researchers found: 
The national pooled analysis of charter school impacts showed the following 
results: 
 Charter school students on average see a decrease in their academic growth in reading of 
.01 standard deviations compared to their traditional school peers. In math, their learning 
lags by .03 standard deviations on average. While the magnitude of these effects is small, 
they are both statistically significant.  
The effects for charter school students are consistent across the spectrum of starting 
positions. In reading, charter school learning gains are smaller for all students but those 
whose starting scores are in the lowest or highest deciles. For math, the effect is 
consistent across the entire range.  
Charter students in elementary and middle school grades have significantly higher rates of 
learning than their peers in traditional public schools, but students in charter high schools 
and charter multi- level schools have significantly worse results.  
Charter schools have different impacts on students based on their family backgrounds. For 
Blacks and Hispanics, their learning gains are significantly worse than that of their 
traditional school twins. However, charter schools are found to have better academic 
growth results for students in poverty. English Language Learners realize significantly 
better learning gains in charter schools. Students in Special Education programs have 
about the same outcomes.  
Students do better in charter schools over time. First year charter students on average 
experience a decline in learning, which may reflect a combination of mobility effects and 
the experience of a charter school in its early years. Second and third years in charter 
















In the aggregate, both reading and math results show improvement compared to 
the results reported in Multiple Choice. The analysis of the pooled 27 states shows that 
charter schools now advance the learning gains of their students’ more than traditional 
public schools in reading. Improvement is seen in the academic growth of charter students 
in math, which is now comparable to the learning gains in traditional public schools. On 
average, students attending charter schools have eight additional days of learning in 
reading and the same days of learning in math per year compared to their peers in 
traditional public schools. In both subjects, the trend since 2009 is on an upward trajectory, 
with the relative performance of the charter sector improving each year. Related results for 
different student groups indicate that black students, students in poverty, and English 
language learners benefit from attending charter schools. However, charter school quality 























































Virtual education takes many forms and serves many purposes. Formats include full-time 
online K-12 schools as well as single courses that allow students to explore a subject not 
available in their brick-and-mortar schools. Virtual education is also sometimes used by 
students to make up credits for a required course they earlier failed. Some virtual 
education programs require students and teachers to be online at the same time 
(synchronous education); others allow students and teachers to visit online courses at their 
own convenience (asynchronous education). Others combine online work with traditional, 
in-person classroom instruction (blended instruction). Providers include public entities, 






Few rigorous research studies of the effectiveness of online learning for K–12 students 
have been published. [Italics in original.] A systematic search of the research literature 
from 1994 through 2006 found no experimental or controlled quasi-experimental studies 
comparing the learning effects of online versus face- to-face instruction for K–12 students 





Two types of charter schools are authorized in Pennsylvania: physical brick and mortar 
schools and cyber, or virtual, schools. The student populations at the two types of schools 
differ. The typical cyber charter student is white and ineligible for subsidized meals, while 
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the typical brick and mortar charter student is black and receiving free or reduced-priced 
lunches. Furthermore, the starting score for cyber students is significantly higher than for 
brick and mortar charter students in both reading and math. Additionally, cyber students 
are more likely to be repeating a grade than brick and mortar charter students….The 
learning gains for students in brick and mortar charter schools in Pennsylvania were not 
significantly different from their traditional public school counterparts in reading. Brick and 
mortar charter students learned significantly less on average than their counterparts in 
math. Cyber charter students have significantly smaller gains in reading and math than 




In every subgroup with significant effects, cyber charter performance is lower than the 
brick and mortar performance. English Learner students at both types of charter schools 




In short, given the results of the few rigorous K-12 studies that have been done, there is 
insufficient evidence for policymakers to promote major online initiatives in either 

















































































Taking the first available performance measure and using it to predict one-year 
increments going forward, 80 percent of schools in the bottom quintiles of performance 
remain low performers through their fifth year. Additionally, 94 percent of schools that 
begin in the top quintile remain there over time. 
If we wait until the third year to start the predictions (i.e. use two growth periods as 
the basis of setting the initial performance for the subsequent conditional probabilities), the 
patterns are even stronger: 89 percent of low performing schools remain low performing 
and 97 percent of all the high flyers persist at the top of the distribution. 
Only the schools in the 2nd quintile show any substantial pattern of movement, with 

















The better students are performing relative to their peers, the less likely they are to 
move into a charter. There are higher rates of minority students in the charter sector, and 
Hispanics appear especially likely to transfer. On the other hand, special-needs students 
are less likely to be in charters. White students are more likely to enter a charter school 
with more white students than minority students who are more likely to move into charters 
with more minority students. These findings suggest that charter schools do not “cream 
skim” the best students away from the traditional sector, although there is evidence that 

























[O]ur analysis suggests that there is no evidence consistent with the claim that charter 
schools are in general or at the individual level pushing out low-performing students”. 
Although there needs to be more research in other districts or states, our results weaken 
the ‘push out’ argument against the establishment of charter schools in general (p.476).  
 
However, it is important to recognize that this is only one study. Although it is 
well done, from a methodological point of view, more research is needed in this area 
before patterns may be apparent.   
Thus, a majority of students enrolled in charter schools are not the higher performing 
students. Quite to the contrary, they are more likely to be members of minorities and children 
in poverty, and some have special needs or English language challenges. These student 
demographics are not too surprising in light of two other pieces of information. Many charter 
schools are established specifically to address needs of some students. As the National Alliance 
for Public Charter Schools reports (2013), “Many charter operators make the strategic decision 
to open charter schools in underserved neighborhoods with high concentrations of low income, 
minority, and low performing students” (p.1).  
In addition, the public policy laws governing public charter schools in most states 
prohibit selectivity in student enrollments, and most employ a lottery system to govern (at least 
in part) student enrollments. However, it is also important to recognize that a majority of public 
charter schools are found in urban settings. The Stanford analysis revealed that over one‐half of 
all the public charter schools they studied across the 27 states were in urban areas, and only 
16% were in rural settings.  
To date there is very little reliable information specifically on the student demographics 
and academic performance of students enrolled in more rural public charter schools. An 
examination of the student performance data in some studies suggest many students in rural 
charter schools also struggle academically, but it not known at this time if the student 
demographics in more rural public charter schools mirror the student demographics in urban 
charter schools.  Thus, while evidence suggests that traditional public schools do not experience 
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an exodus of higher performing students to public charter schools, this finding does come with 
a caveat. Less information is known about the performance of students leaving traditional rural 
public schools for public charter schools.   
Claim 5: Public charter schools have detrimental financial impacts on sending public 
schools.   
Many opponents of public charter schools argue that charter schools have detrimental 
effects on the traditional public schools that students are leaving to enroll in public charter 
schools, and that this may negatively affect the remaining students in the traditional school. 
The empirical evidence for this claim appears to be mixed and very localized. That is to say, 
some studies have reported negative effects in particular cities and particular states. For 
example, a study of public charter schools and traditional public schools in one county in North 
Carolina found that enrollments had declined in the traditional public schools while per pupil 
expenditure levels were affected in only some of the schools (Cho et al, 2013). The study by 
Bifulco and Reback (2011) of Albany and Buffalo, two cities considered by the researchers to 
have high concentrations of charter schools, found “…that charter schools have had negative 
fiscal impacts on these two school districts…” (p.1). They estimated that the negative fiscal 
impacts ranged from $633‐$1,070 in per pupil expenditures for traditional public schools, 
depending upon city.  
An Ohio study, using data provided by the Ohio Department of Education, found that 
funding public charter schools resulted in a 6.5% loss in state aid for students in traditional 
public schools (Innovation Ohio, 2013). The study by Teske and others (Teske et al, 2000) of 
schools in two states and the District of Columbia, albeit urban school districts, found that most 
districts did not see reductions in expenditures, in part because of strategies implemented for 
increasing their enrollments. And the study of Michigan schools, by Arsen and Ni (2012) 
reported that public charter schools did, “…clearly generate fiscal stress in districts” (p.3). 
Thus, the evidence to date of the impacts of public charter schools on traditional public 
schools is at best unclear. At least in urban settings, the presence of public charter schools does 
not appear to have major impacts on student demographics in traditional public schools. 
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However, in the area of potential financial impacts, the existence of public charter schools does 
appear to result in lower per pupil expenditures in traditional public schools. Additional 
research is needed on the potential impacts on rural traditional public schools, but it is likely to 
uncover similar financial impacts, given the strong relationship between student enrollments 
and expenditures found in most states.  
Summary 
The goal of this BRIEF was to compile and analyze the empirical evidence of the impacts 
of public charter schools on students and schools. The analysis revealed that student 
performance in charter schools is very mixed. In some cases studies have found positive effects 
in achievement, others negative effects, and still others no effects. The presence of charter 
schools have resulted in positive changes in some neighboring traditional public schools, while 
in other cases there appear to be negative impacts, or no impacts (either positive or negative). 
Public charters schools, at least those found in urban areas, tend to serve more disadvantaged 
and minority students.  
Taken in the aggregate, the empirical evidence to date leads one to conclude that we do 
not have definitive knowledge about the impacts of public charter schools on students and 
schools. But in reviewing the existing evidence, one is also struck by the fact that the impacts of 
charter schools appear to be very contextual. Some public charter schools are better than 
others. Some are very successful in meeting student needs, and others are not very successful.  
In other words, public charter schools are just like traditional public schools. Success depends 
upon a variety of factors. Consequently, the impacts of public charter schools should not be 
painted with one broad brush stroke. Each should be judged on its own evidence and 
performance. 
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